A           BRUSH          WITH           REFUGEES

and obstructed the passage. In such cases the owners
abandoned their goods and chattels forthwith and
joined the army of walkers. Women who had been
seized with cramp sat by the roadside with their
skirts drawn up while husbands massaged their naked
legs and urged them to get on their feet again. From
somewhere in the crowd a cry of " Thief! " went up.
Nobody paid the slightest attention, least of all the
gendarmes on bicycles, who seemed only too anxious
to sink all trace of their former connection with
authority and become submerged in the common lot.
Like everyone else they were in the grip of a panic
that swept all other considerations out of its path.

Though the Battery column started on its journey
nose to tail, it soon failed to maintain this compact
formation in the maelstrom that it found itself forced
to struggle against. Little by little the gaps between
the vehicles caused by the continual hold-ups became
wider. After some time they were strung out for a
distance of a couple of miles. Each truck, gun-tractor
and ammunition-trailer had to fight its own individual
battle to make headway. An hour of their precious
time passed and they were still several miles from
their destination. The Major's temper had reached
explosive point. He glanced at his watch and swore
loudly. The Battery had been ordered to come into
action at seven o'clock. There wasn't the ghost of a
chance of its doing so.

Whatever general sympathies he had felt to begin
with for the refugees had long since evaporated. His
job was to bring his battery into action. This undis-
ciplined mob seemed to be doing all in its power to
frustrate him. He might have been carrying on a
feud with them. Every yard provided him with a
fresh source of irritation. The climax came when his
truck was suddenly confronted by two white plough
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